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1Abstract
　 Within the space of  a few months in 1961, a book and a paper were published 
which were to have a significant impact on the assessment of  foreign languages.  
The writings of  Robert Lado and John B. Carroll contributed much to the 
theory and practice of  language testing of  the time and ushered in the beginning 
of  language testing as a science.  In this paper I begin by outlining what the 
two men contributed to the field of  assessment and then go on to connect 
their work to some of  the notable changes and trends that have taken place in 
language assessment over the past 55 years.  I end by looking forward with a 
brief  discussion of  how new proposals from the Ministry of  Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) for changes to the curriculum and 
assessment may affect English language education in Japan within the next four 
years.
　 Robert Lado was born in 1915 to Spanish immigrant parents living in Florida. 
However, the family relocated to Spain when Lado was very young and before 
had acquired English.  He returned to the United States twenty years later as a 
student and set about learning English intensively.  Lado eventually ended up 
studying for his PhD at the University of  Michigan under the tutelage of  Charles C. 
Fries.  Lado adopted his mentor’s belief  in a structuralist view of  language (Fries, 
1952) and the contrastive analysis hypothesis which Fries proposed to explain 
how learners’ knowledge of  their first language (L1) could affect second language 
(L2) learning.  Lado’s growing influence as an academic and as a practitioner 
became established with the publication of  two works that were primarily aimed at 
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practising teachers: Linguistics across cultures: Applied linguistics for language teachers (Lado, 
1957) and Language Teaching: A scientific approach (Lado, 1964).  In respect of  our 
knowledge of  second language acquisition (SLA) today, both works seem dated in 
terms of  both theory and practice, but Lado’s teachings were very much in tune 
with the Audio-lingual methodology which was prevalent at the time in the United 
States.
　 By the end of  the 1940s, Lado had become the Director of  Testing in the 
English Language Institute of  the University of  Michigan.  His main task was 
to create English language tests that were used to assess the proficiency of  the 
increasing number of  non-native English speakers entering the university.  With 
his colleague, David Harris, Lado went on to develop the Michigan English 
Language Assessment Battery (MELAB) which became the most widely-used test 
of  its kind until the advent of  the Test of  English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). 
Then, in 1961, Lado published a book that was to have a significant effect on the 
study and practice of  foreign language assessment. Language Testing: the Construction 
and Use of  Foreign Language Tests: A Teacher’s Book (Lado, 1961) synthesised all of  the 
theory and practice of  teaching and assessment that Lado had worked on for more 
than a decade.
　 Most of  the chapters in the book focus on how questions should be 
constructed according to the skill or knowledge to be assessed.  As a structuralist, 
Lado argued that language competence should be evaluated in small units: what 
became known as a discrete item testing.  So, the testing of  listening, for example, 
should focus primarily on how well learners can discriminate between words 
spoken in isolation before being tested on sentences.  Similarly, the testing of  
grammar should be done independently of  vocabulary.  Lado also believed that, 
wherever possible, tests should draw upon the knowledge of  a test taker’s L1 so 
that the content of  a test can be tailored to where learners might have greatest 
difficulty as predicted by contrastive analysis (Lado, 1961).
　 The chapters on theory present what is arguably the first accessible explanation 
ever written for language teachers of  the essential factors in psychometrics ― the 
scientific measurement of  knowledge or skills.  In these chapters, Lado defines 
and explains the concepts of  validity, reliability, and practical considerations that 
are essential for the construction of  effective language tests.  In fact, Lado is 
principally concerned with creating tests that yield reliable scores, so he argues 
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for the use of  items that test language competence objectively, and which can be 
easily scored.  Fill-in the blank or multiple choice questions were the preferred 
item format.  To be fair to Lado, he did recognize the need for the testing of  
speaking or writing, and for the need for measuring both language competence 
and performance; however, he cautioned that:
Subjective tests are not easy to score.  The examiner who is conscientious 
hesitates, wonders if  this response is as good as another he considered good, 
if  he is being too easy or too harsh in his scoring.  Objective tests are easy to 
score. (Lado, 1961, p. 31)
　 Lado’s vision of  how language assessment should be conducted and the 
importance of  understanding the principles of  assessment ushered in what 
Spolsky (1977) has referred to as the psychometric-structuralist era of  language 
testing.  Lado’s work also inspired others to write about and promote the need for 
a scientific approach to language assessment.  Books on language testing written 
by Rebecca Valette (Valette, 1967) and by Lado’s ex-colleague, David Harris (Harris, 
1969) heralded the start of  a growing interest in the role of  assessment in applied 
linguistics.
　 Lado also had a small part to play in the genesis of  the TOEFL which was 
developed by a committee headed by David Harris from 1961 until the first test 
was administered in February, 1964 (Spolsky, 1995; Barnwell, 1996).  Although 
Lado did not serve on the committee, he was asked to submit ideas for the 
content of  the test, some of  which were accepted.  In particular, his proposal that 
the TOEFL should be an objective test prevailed and the content and question 
formats remained essentially unchanged until the test was revised and the number 
sections was increased from three to five.  In 1979 the Test of  Spoken English was 
introduced for the first time and the Test of  Written English was added in 1986. 
Further major revisions followed in 1998 when the test was computerized (TOEFL 
CBT) and in 2005 when the four skills were combined into one test administered 
over the Internet (TOEFL iBT) (ETS, 2011).
　 Not all of  the original committee members who met to plan the TOEFL 
between 1961 and 1964 agreed with Lado’s approach to testing using discrete 
items and foregoing the testing of  skills.  A number were deeply concerned about 
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the dependency on discrete items and questioned the validity of  a test that did 
not assess the speaking or writing proficiency of  leaners who may be going on to 
study in an English-medium environment.  Amongst them was John B. Carroll, 
recognized by many as the greatest psychometrician of  his generation.  It is fair to 
say that Carroll respected much of  Lado’s work; however, he did have reservations 
about Lado’s rather singular view of  assessing language ability.  He expresses these 
concerns most clearly in a ground-breaking paper he wrote in 1961, in which he 
not only outlined his vision of  the TOEFL, but expressed his vision for the future 
of  language assessment.  It is worth quoting his words at some length.
The work of  Lado and other language testing specialists has correctly 
pointed to the desirability of  testing for very specific items of  language 
knowledge and skill judiciously sampled from the usually enormous pool 
of  possible items.  This makes for highly reliable and valid testing. lt is the 
type of  approach which is needed and recommended ... where knowledge of  
structure and lexicon, auditory discrimination and oral production of  sounds, 
and reading and writing of  individual symbols and words are to be tested.  I 
do not think, however, that language testing (or the specification of  language 
proficiency) is complete without the use of  the approach recommended for 
categories 7 through 10 ［tests of  reading, writing speaking and listening］, 
that is, an approach requiring an integrated, facile performance on the part of  
the examinee. 
(Carroll, 1961, p. 318)
　 Carroll then goes on to summarize his view of  language assessment as follows.
... an ideal English language proficiency test should make it possible to 
differentiate, to the greatest possible extent, levels of  performance in those 
dimensions of  performance which are relevant to the kinds of  situations in 
which the examinees will find themselves after being selected on the basis of  
the test.  The validity of  the test can be established not solely on the basis 
of  whether it appears to involve a good sample of  the English language but 
more on the basis of  whether it predicts success in the learning tasks and 
social situations to which the examinees will be exposed. 
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(Carroll, 1961, p. 319)
　 In these prescient words, Carroll not only exposes the limitations of  the 
psychometric-structuralist view of  language assessment, but also presages the 
concerns that have beset language assessment ever since they were written.  In 
essence, Carroll asks the question: what should we assess in language tests? For 
Lado and other structuralists, it had to be discrete parts of  language knowledge 
because that was how teaching was conducted in line with the Audiolingual 
approach.  But by the early 1970s, linguistic and applied linguistic theories had 
begun to focus less on structural and grammatical competence and more on 
communicative competence (Hymes, 1972) which stressed the importance of  
context and meaning in language learning (Wilkins, 1976).  As the move towards 
communicative language teaching gathered pace, questions were beginning to be 
asked about how assessment needed to change and adapt to the new paradigms.
　 John Oller, a professor of  Linguistics at the University of  New Mexico, also 
opposed the strict taxonomic inventories that shaped Lado’s approach to testing 
and strongly supported Carroll’s contention that tests should be integrative.  Oller 
was intrigued about the nature of  language competence and wondered whether 
it consisted of  a unitary dimension that could be measured by a single test, or 
whether language competence was multi-dimensional and required a battery 
tests to be conducted to establish proficiency.  Throughout much of  the 1970s, 
Oller researched integrative test formats that he believed called upon learners to 
use what he referred to as an expectancy grammar (Oller, 1979), i.e., the ability 
to process or produce spoken or written discourse by using grammatical, lexical 
and discourse knowledge.  Oller presented evidence that cloze tests, which had 
originally been used for testing L1 skills in reading (Taylor, 1953), could be 
adapted for the testing the reading and writing skills of  L2 learners (Oller, 1973). 
He also had used a similar argument to claim that dictation was effective for the 
assessment of  speaking and listening skills (Oller, 1971).
　 To the surprise of  most of  the language assessment fraternity at that time, 
Oller declared that the results of  his analysis demonstrated that L2 ability can be 
measured on a single dimension.  Oller’s claims sparked a flurry of  new research 
activity into what became known as the Unitary Competence Hypothesis.  When 
the results of  the first replications of  Oller’s research were published, it became 
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apparent that he had made a serious error in his data analysis which rendered his 
conclusions invalid.  Ultimately, the work of  several eminent researchers, including 
J B. Carroll, who was given access to Oller’s original data, showed unequivocally 
that L2 language ability was a multi-dimensional construct, made up of  one 
dimension that appeared to reflect knowledge of  language systems and other 
dimensions that correlated highly with the four language skills.
　 By 1983, even Oller (1983) had accepted that L2 ability was a multi-
dimensional construct.  But there remained the conundrum of  how this multi-
dimensional L2 competence could be assessed.  What was needed was a model 
of  language competence and performance that could inform the development 
of  new assessment instruments to assist in the validation of  new tests.  In 
response to this challenge, Canale and Swain (1980) argued in their seminal 
paper that assessment of  language ability had to go beyond linguistic knowledge 
(grammatical competence) to include an assessment of  how well learners perform 
in communicative events (sociolinguistic competence), to assess how learners 
repair breakdowns or gaps in communication (strategic competence) and to assess 
how proficient learners are in processing or constructing lengthy spoken or written 
texts (discourse competence).  More sophisticated models of  the assessment 
communicative competence were to follow from Bachman (1990) and Bachman 
and Palmer (1996).
　 It became apparent to those involved in teaching and assessment that the 
transition from older methodologies that favoured teaching structural knowledge, 
to newer approaches that focused on the learning of  communication skills, meant 
the nature of  foreign language assessment had to change.  Keith Morrow, a British 
teacher/researcher, was at the forefront of  a radical movement to introduce 
what he termed ’communicative tests’ (1979).  Morrow was a strong critic of  the 
psycho-metric structuralist view of  assessment and he agreed with Davies (1982) 
that there remained a “tension” between reliability and validity which had yet to 
be resolved.  For Morrow, communicative tests had be grounded in genuine tasks 
and interactions and that defining and establishing validity involved making the 
test reflective of  activities that might take place in the real world.  He ventured 
to put his ideas into practice when he was commissioned by the Royal Society of  
Arts (RSA) in the UK to produce a test battery called the Communicative Use of  
English as a Foreign Language (CUEFL).  While much of  the work was highly 
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innovative, especially the use of  un-edited, authentic texts, Hargreaves (1987) 
notes that parts of  the tests still relied on discrete item formats, such as multiple 
choice.
　 Davies (1982) puts his finger on the nature of  schism between old and new 
traditions in assessment when he wrote:
The typical extension of  structuralist language frameworks (e.g., Lado 1961) 
could accommodate the testing of  the communicative skills through, for 
example, context.  Naturalism is a vulgar error; all education needs some 
measure of  idealization and the search for authenticity in language testing is 
chimerical. (Davies, 1982, pp. 151―2)
　 Fulcher (2000) proposes a more humanistic account of  the work of  
communicative testers like Morrow and Brendan Carroll (1980):
Perhaps popular communicative language testing of  this type was neither 
revolution nor evolution.  It was rebellion against a perceived lack of  concern 
for the individual, the human, the “subject” taking the test; it wished to 
remove the use of  so-called “arcane pseudo-scientific jargon”, and rejoice in 
the common sense of  the classroom teacher who can tell whether a test is 
good or not by looking at it; it wished to “re-humanise” assessment. (Fulcher, 
2000, p. 485)
　 In fact, some years later Morrow (1991) wrote that all language tests need to 
operationalize what he termed “ethical validity”, i.e., that any assessment should 
make a difference to the life of  the examinee.  In saying this, Morrow is suggesting 
that tests should have a positive impact on all those affected by the results of  
tests.  In fact, by the time Morrow was writing, research into how tests may affect 
the learning of  languages and society generally was attracting a great deal of  
research attention and had become known as backwash or washback (Wall, 1997; 
Wall, 2005).  It is probably fair to say, that issues relating to washback, the impact 
of  tests on learners, and the need for ethical assessment remain at the core of  
validation research in language assessment today.
　 Then, in 1989 Samuel Messick wrote a paper which totally redefined the 
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definition of  validity and people’s understanding of  assessment changed overnight. 
Traditionally, validity had been represented as having different forms, including 
content validity, face validity, criterion validity and construct validity (Lord & 
Novick, 1968).  However, Messick (1989) argued that validity is a single construct 
and that test validation should be principally be concerned with providing evidence 
that scores on a test are a fair reflection of  what test takers know and can do in a 
foreign language.  In Messick’s view (Messick, 1996), inferences made from test 
scores require different types of  evidence, but not different validities.  Messick’s 
view of  validity meant that test makers and test practitioners had to provide proof  
that the scores from a test are not only valid for the use of  test takers, but also for 
all other stakeholders that require or use information from tests.  The evidence 
should be based on test content, on response processes, on the internal structure 
of  a test, its relations to other variables, and on the consequences of  testing ― 
consequential validity.
　 The Messick revolution threw down a gauntlet to the testing profession, 
challenging testers to take a close look at existing professional values and 
practices in language assessment.  As a consequence, the International Language 
Testing Association (ILTA, 2000, 2007) and other regional associations created 
their own code of  practice and guidelines to set professional standards and 
acceptable behaviour in assessment.  Since that time, corporate test makers such 
as Educational Testing Service (ETS) and Cambridge Examinations have been 
obliged to provide comprehensive evidence through extensive studies of  validity 
to support claims about the usefulness and fairness of  their products.
　 Developments in models of  assessment have also been accompanied by 
innovations in psychometrics, especially in the use of  statistical tools for test 
analysis and test validation.  Up until about 30 years ago, most tests were evaluated 
using a simple form of  item analysis which estimates the difficulty of  the items, 
overall test reliability, and how well each item discriminates between high and low 
scorers on a test.  The limitation of  this approach is that the difficulty of  an item 
and a person’s ability (score) are interdependent.  Consequently, the model does 
not allow item difficulty or person ability to be generalized beyond the unique 
combination of  the two parameters.
　 Models based on Item Response Theory (IRT), on the other hand, do not have 
these limitations since IRT expresses a probabilistic relationship between items 
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and persons and assumes both to be independent of  each other (Wright & Stone, 
1979; Bond & Fox, 2015).  The advantage of  IRT estimates is that if  the difficulty 
of  items are known in advance, any test content can be finely tuned and selected 
to provide the maximum information about a group of  test takers, which leads to 
more reliable tests.  Furthermore, other methods of  analysis such as Confirmatory 
Factor Analysis and Structural Equation Modelling can and are being used today to 
analyse IRT-equated tests for the purpose of  test validation (In’nami & Koizumi, 
2011).  Skehan (1989) believed that these models offered new opportunities in 
validation research.
The potential ... is clear since it will enable testers to move from a research-
then-theory perspective to a more theory-then-research orientation in which 
hypotheses are tested out, rather than data being simply assembled and 
trawling operations carried out. 
(Skehan, 1989, p. 5)
　 IRT was also used extensively by North and his colleagues (North & Schneider, 
1998; North, 2000) to define a common framework scale of  language proficiency 
designed to assess the common curriculum for the learning of  foreign languages 
across Europe (Trim, 1978; Wilkins, 1978).  Over the years, the scale has been 
further refined (Martyniuk, 2010) by member groups of  the Association of  
Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) and is now known as the Common European 
Framework of  Reference for Languages (CEFR).  The proficiency scale is divided 
into 6 levels: A1 & A2 (Basic User), B1 & B2 (Independent User) and C1 & C2 
(Mastery level).  ALTE members have created or are in the process of  creating 
tests to match the language and performance scales defined by the CEFR at each 
level.  A series of  well documented validation studies have been conducted over 
the past twenty years or so to consolidate the reputation of  CEFR.
　 Its role and importance have spread beyond Europe to most parts of  the world 
and has been adopted by more and more countries as the backbone of  foreign 
language teaching and assessment in their state.  International foreign language 
tests, including the TOEFL and Test of  English for International Communication 
(TOEIC), as well as the Japanese STEP (Eiken) tests now feel obliged to equate 
their scores with the CEFR scales.  In addition, the same tests have also adopted 
John SHILLAW
10
Can-Do statements compiled by ALTE as part of  the CEFR assessment to 
describe test taker performance.  It would appear that the CEFR has become, 
as Alderson and Banerjee predicted fifteen years ago, “... increasingly influential 
because of  the growing need for international recognition of  certificates in 
Europe, in order to guarantee educational and employment mobility” (Alderson & 
Banerjee, 2001, p. 219).
　 Despite its popularity and wide-spread promotion throughout the world, 
there are those who question the way CEFR has been uncritically adopted by 
some.  Fulcher (2004) in particular criticizes the desire of  centralizing authorities 
in Europe and around the world who have implemented, or plan to implement 
the CEFR, arguing that “... such use requires the unjustified reification of  the 
CEFR levels, leading to a naive understanding of  communication and language 
acquisition” (Fulcher, 2010, p. 15).  In a similar vein, Davies believes that “large-
scale operations like the CEFR may be manipulated unthinkingly by juggernaut-
like centralizing institutions” (Davies 2008, p. 438).
　 These fears may not sit well with those curriculum planners and educators in 
Japan who are spearheading reforms to English education which are due to come 
into effect by 2020.  MEXT has recently outlined plans for English to be taught 
as an auxiliary subject in the third and fourth year of  the elementary school and to 
formally introduce English into the year 5 and 6 curriculum.  Compulsory English 
education will continue for a further six years throughout junior and senior high 
school, as it does now.  Recently, MEXT has indicated that a modified version of  
the CEFR ― the CEFR-J ― will be used for assessment across all eight years of  
English education.  The targets students are expected to attain are lower A1 level 
by the end of  elementary school, the top of  the A1 level by the end of  junior high 
school, and be able to perform at A2 standard by the end of  high school.
　 Not satisfied with these radical changes to the assessment of  English, in 2018 
MEXT also plans to abolish the use of  the Center Test.  This is the national, 
standardized achievement tests of  all subjects in the high school curriculum which 
are taken by many students to gain entrance to university.  MEXT intend to replace 
the Center Test with a set of  achievement tests which students will be able to 
take several times in the second and third year of  high school study.  It is unclear 
at the time of  writing who will be responsible for creating the test.  However, as 
far as changes to English assessment are concerned, MEXT wants students to 
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take external assessment tests that assess speaking, which the current Center Test 
cannot attempt because of  a lack of  trained assessors.
　 Consequently, from 2018 students graduating high school who hope to 
enter university are going to be required to select from a variety of  English 
tests.  Presently, the list is not fixed, but most likely it will include tests such as 
the TOEFL, the TOEIC, the STEP (Eiken) tests, the Test of  English Academic 
Performance (TEAP), the Global Test of  English Communication (GTEC), 
and the International English Language Testing System (IELTS).  Some of  the 
tests will be familiar to students, while others are less known.  Therefore, it is 
quite possible that some students are going to be at a loss about which test to 
take.  By the same token, Japanese university administrators will also face with the 
unenviable task of  having to decide on those English tests they deem appropriate 
and which meet the goals of  their departments.  Once that has been decided, 
universities will need to identify which test scores are acceptable, and at what levels 
they should accept students.
　 It would appear that the MEXT is firmly pushing students towards taking tests 
that measure not only language knowledge, but also performance skills.  This, as 
mentioned earlier, seems to be in line with MEXT’s adoption of  the CEFR as the 
new curriculum/assessment framework.  In addition, MEXT may also be trying 
to increase pressure on teachers to spend more time teaching the much-neglected 
skill of  speaking.  The use of  tests as a form of  washback to bring about changes 
in teaching may be considered to be educationally questionable, but it has been 
known to be effective.
　 However, by trying to do good MEXT may run the risk of  introducing 
confusion into an already pressurized assessment system.  There is also a certain 
degree of  naivety in the decision to introduce choice into the assessment of  
English.  It may seem fair and democratic to give students a choice of  which test 
they can take, but so many tests of  such diversity with regard to skills and format 
are hardly likely to yield results that are equally reliable.  Nor is there any surety 
that the tests will measure the same constructs.  In fact the opposite is likely to 
be true when one considers the choices include tests of  academic English skills 
(TOEFL, TEAP, and IELTS), a work-related test (TOEIC), and tests of  ‘general’ 
skills (STEP tests).
　 To try help students and administrators make informed decisions about which 
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test(s) to choose, MEXT is in the process of  creating tables that will show what a 
score on one test is most likely to be equal to on the others.  However, equivalence 
tables are little more than ’guesstimation’ and are frowned upon by assessment 
professionals.  The irony is that the current form of  English paper on the Center 
Test is a very reliable test, very much in the mold of  Lado’s pioneering discrete 
item tests.  The Center Test may fall somewhat short in terms of  validity, but I do 
not think that John B. Carroll would have too many concerns about its validity, 
especially when considering the practical limitations of  administering such a large-
scale assessment.  As McNamara (2000) notes, there always has to be a trade-off  
between reliability and validity.
　 Changes in assessment are welcome if  they improve the quality of  information 
from tests and lead to a positive washback on teaching and assessment.  However, 
if  we have learned anything in the past 55 years, it is that changes made even for 
the best of  reasons may sometimes turn out to be misguided.
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